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SUMMARY OF APPROACH AND FINDINGS
BACKGROUND
A primary goal of the Resilient Roots initiative was to test the following hypothesis:
‘Civil society organisations that are more accountable to their primary constituents are more
resilient to civic space-related threats.’
To do this, CIVICUS, with the support of Accountable Now, Keystone Accountability, and Instituto de
Comunicación y Desarrollo, worked with 14 national partner civil society organisations (CSOs) of varying
size, focus, location and approach, to help them design and implement year-long pilot projects aiming
to increase accountability to their primary constituents (the individuals and communities that the
organisation was created to serve and support).
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In order to test the relationship between accountability and resilience, the Resilient Roots project team
collected data from the 14 national partner organisations involved in the initiative, and their primary
constituents.
To assess accountability:
• Two waves of surveys were conducted at baseline and endline, to assess the perceptions of a)
primary constituents, and b) staff and volunteers, on how accountable the organisation is.
To assess resilience:
• A question on whether the organisation is becoming more resilient was asked in the staff and
volunteers accountability survey.
• Second, key staff members were asked to quantitatively assess their perceptions and experiences
of civic space-related threats faced by their organisation, via an online survey. These were
followed up by qualitatively discussing each of these threats in more detail and how they affected
their organisation, including the organisation’s responses to the threats, in structured in-depth
interviews.

METHODOLOGY
The analysis of the central hypothesis
uses both the survey and interview
results and a set of additional sources of
information to evaluate the relationship
between accountability and resilience
for the 14 national project partners.
A quantitative analysis of the survey
data relied primarily on the survey data
collected in two waves from primary
constituents and staff and volunteers
about the organisations’ accountability.
To this, additional variables were
included based on data from national
partners and derived from the qualitative
analysis (see below).
A qualitative analysis using additional sources of information as well as the in-depth resilience interviews
sought to identify information to explain how the primary constituents’ perception that the organisation
is accountable varies between countries (in which national partners are based) and between the baseline
and endline measurements. A shortlist of 10 variables was compiled that was found to be both relevant
and consistently demonstrated in the data sources for all national partners. These variables were classified
into categories, coded and introduced into the quantitative analysis in order to test their ability to explain
variations in accountability data across the sample of primary constituents. The influence of the state of
civic space in the country as reported by the CIVICUS Monitor was also analysed.
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Variables analysed
1. Size of organisation (number of full time staff)
2. Frequency of communication with primary constituents at the start of the project
3. Whether the organisation had a communication strategy in place at baseline
4. Number of staff dedicated/trained to engage with primary constituents at baseline
5. Main type of activity: service delivery, advocacy oriented or both
6. Whether the organisation works on topics that are potentially controversial in their national
context
7. Focus on closing the feedback loop (communicating to respondents how their feedback was
taken into account)
8. Whether new accountability activities are institutionalised by the organisation
9. Whether the feedback received from primary constituents was used by the organisation to
make changes
10. Whether any accountability project activities were directly aimed at staff and volunteers
11. Civic space in the country (additional external variable)
In a second part of the qualitative analysis we sought to identify the various effects that new or improved
accountability mechanisms and practices introduced through the Resilient Roots project had on the
organisations overall.
Further on, based on the organisational interviews undertaken as part of the resilience measurement
by the Resilient Roots team, we sought to identify, in the descriptions of the organisations’ responses
to various threats, underlying decision-making processes or actions that are consistent with a range of
factors deemed important for an organisation’s overall resilience.

MAIN FINDINGS
The statistical analysis offers a partial
confirmation of the hypothesis. Accountability perceptions, both those of primary constituents and those of staff and
volunteers, are positively correlated with
resilience scores derived from organisational responses to civic space-related
threats. In the case of staff and volunteers, accountability also correlates with
statistical significance to staff perceptions that the organisation is becoming
more resilient. But this measure of resilience is not significantly (in a statistical
sense) associated with accountability as
perceived by primary constituents.
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This means that we cannot confidently say that primary constituent accountability causes more
resilience, but we can say that the two are connected. Their relationship should further be explored by
looking into what each of these concepts means in practice for organisations and how their dynamics
affect each other.

Statistically significant correlation?

ACCOUNTABILITY
reported by
PRIMARY
CONSTITUENTS

ACCOUNTABILITY
reported by
STAFF AND
VOLUNTEERS

YES

RESILIENCE
A. Response to threats

NO

RESILIENCE
B. Staff perception

YES

RESILIENCE
A. Response to threats

YES

RESILIENCE
B. Staff perception

The qualitative analysis looks at the characteristics of organisations, their accountability work and their
reactions to threats, and shows that increasing accountability to primary constituents has multiple
effects for organisations. We further explore how some of these effects constitute or relate to factors
that increase an organisation’s resilience to civic space-related threats.
Both accountability and resilience are complex, dynamic and multidimensional constructs, and in that
sense it is difficult to evaluate whether A causes B. Instead, both the quantitative modelling of survey data
and the qualitative analysis of project documents attempt to deconstruct accountability and resilience
and to show how these elements interact with each other in a directional manner.

What does it mean to be accountable?
The survey data for the most part confirms the theoretical assumptions on which the survey was built.
The scores relating to the variables Respect, Trust and Voice (see the graphic below) - as defined by the
primary constituent accountability survey - are strongly associated both to each other and to the score
for accountability to primary constituents. The association is maintained for the staff survey, although
the variables mean slightly different things in the staff context. Additionally, they are strongly associated
with the scores on Responsiveness, Transparency and Communication. The main practical implication
of this finding is that measuring accountability by assessing its component variables - that have clear
meanings for respondents (such as Respect, Trust, and Voice) - could lead to more confident results than
just asking them how accountable the organisation is.
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COMPONENTS OF ACCOUNTABILITY*

STAFF AND VOLUNTEER ACCOUNTABILITY

PRIMARY CONSTITUENT
ACCOUNTABILITY

SIGNIFICANTLY ASSOCIATED

RESPECT

Do staff at the organisation
treat you with respect?

TRUST

Does the organisation do
what it says it will?

VOICE

How likely do you think it is
that [ORG] would respond
to your concerns?

RECOMMENDATION

How likely would you be to
tell others to engage with
[ORG]?

RESPECT

Does [ORG] treat you with
respect?

TRUST

Does [ORG] do what it says
it will?

VOICE

Is it worth your effort to
try to make [ORG] better?

RESPONSIVENESS

NOT ASSOCIATED WITH
STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE
COMMUNICATION

SAFETY

Do you understand
what [ORG] does
and does not do?

How safe do you
feel undertaking
your work?

How likely do you think it is
that [ORG] will make changes
as a result of this survey?

TRANSPARENCY

To what extent do you feel
[ORG] is transparent in its
decision making?

COMMUNICATION

To what extent do you feel
you get timely and accurate
answers that address any
concerns you may have?

*The components listed are those tested in the two Resilient Roots project surveys – the primary constituent
accountability survey and the staff and volunteer accountability survey. The variables were represented in
the survey as different questions (i.e. “Communication” in the primary constituent survey had a different
meaning to “Communication” in the staff and volunteer survey, and it is associated with the other
accountability variables in the staff and volunteer survey, but not in the primary constituent survey).
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What are the main actors and actions that helped organisations increase accountability
(as perceived by primary constituents)?
Accountability scores in the primary constituent surveys increased significantly only for those
organisations that consistently closed the feedback loop with primary constituents. Smaller and medium
sized organisations had an advantage over larger organisations. Organisations that started at baseline
with a lower frequency of communication to their primary constituents but increased frequency during
the project, had higher increases. Accountability increases were associated, though with lesser statistical
confidence, with organisations that institutionalised the new accountability mechanisms, turning them
into regular practices, organisational policies or structures.
Another finding, with limited statistical confidence but backed by qualitative findings, is that organisations
that made substantial changes based on the feedback received from primary constituents saw greater
positive effects in the long run.
There is some indication that organisations that primarily provide services have seen stronger results
than organisations that work exclusively on advocacy and policy, but the evidence on this variable is
inconclusive.
A further qualitative finding, but this time based on the organisations’ own observations (rather than
those of their primary constituents), is that more staff involvement in accountability work leads to more
positive results for the organisation. Those national partners whose accountability activities were carried
out by a small project team, without the involvement of other staff members, observed fewer positive
effects internally such as improved staff mindsets and attitudes, and internal processes.

FACTORS THAT FAVOURED INCREASES IN
ACCOUNTABILITY RATINGS
Characteristics
Smaller
size

Service orientation
(inconclusive
evidence)

Actions of organisations
Communication
frequency

Focus on
closing the
feedback loop

Accountability
mechanisms becoming
institutionalised practice

Making changes
based on
feedback

How is accountability connected to resilience?
After showing which characteristics and actions of the national partners favoured increases in
accountability scores, we sought to analyse how increased accountability manifested itself within the
organisation in a manner that could be conducive to also increasing resilience.
Firstly, we used a series of documents and interview results from national partners to compile a list
of the most important effects/changes that can be observed across the national partner organisations
which can be attributed to their implementation of new accountability mechanisms. Most of the effects
identified interact with each other. They are often mutually reinforcing, and in some cases one can be
considered a component or necessary condition of another.
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Based on qualitative observations, inputs from the Resilient Roots team and other literature (e.g. the Partners Global and CIVICUS Resiliency+ Framework), we
also generated a list of factors that influence an organisation’s resilience. Each of these can be regarded as an intermediate indicator that can show progress
towards resilience. Many resilience factors are underpinned by relationships based on trust, respect and mutual support, and as such they are dependent
on or enhanced by some of the effects of accountability previously identified.
ACCOUNTABILITY

RESILIENCE

Factors that influence accountability

Effects of Accountability

Factors that influence Resilience

Strong statistical proof

Better understanding by constituents of the organization’s
mandate

Connectedness To Primary Constituents
And The Wider Community

Improved trust of primary constituents in organization
Size of organization

Networks & Partnerships

Greater transparency

Frequency of communication with PC at
baseline

Improved communication to primary constituents and
wider audiences

Funding Diversification

Focus on closing the feedback loop

Services and content delivered are more relevant to primary
constituents’ needs

Staff Mindset And Capacity

Accountability mechanism internalized by
organization
Weaker proof

Organisational structure shifts towards more accountability
and participatory governance
Organisational culture shifts towards more collaboration
and openness
New skills

Dedicated and trained staff to engage PC
at baseline

Changes in team’s mindset and attitudes

Clarity And Relevance Of Mission And
Focus
Capacity To Deliver The Right Services To
The Right People
Capacity To Communicate With Clarity And
Creativity
Situation Awareness / Systems Thinking

More empowered and motivated primary constituents
Changes made based on feedback

Manifest and structured public support
Strengthened legitimacy

Adaptive Capacity

Legal And Bureaucratic Capacity

Improved relationship with state actors, particularly local
government
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Impact of civic space restrictions
Organisations operating in countries with “Repressed” or “Obstructed” civic space (according to the
CIVICUS Monitor) show higher resilience scores in general. This is consistent with the fact that they
respond to a higher number of threats.
However, the qualitative analysis shows that the degree of civic space repression, which is an aggregate
score at the country level, does not necessarily mean that all organisations will perceive or experience
all threats with the same intensity. Indeed, civic space restrictions do not affect all CSOs equally, nor are
they perceived equally. Instead, the perception of certain threats by an organisation is influenced by its
field of work, strategy, capacities and direct experiences.
The positive relationship between accountability and resilience has been found to be statistically significant only
in the case of organisations operating in countries the CIVICUS Monitor categorises as “Open”, “Narrowed” and
“Obstructed” and not for those in the “Repressed” category. While most of the organisations in “Repressed”
countries did improve their accountability scores between the baseline and the endline measurements, the
lack of statistical significance reported above might mean that in repressed contexts improved accountability
is more difficult to translate into impact on the capacity of an organisation to recognise and respond to
threats. Ideally, this finding should be further tested with a bigger sample of organisations.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
• The small number of diverse organisations involved (14) makes it difficult to compare results
among organisations, with confidence. This also means that the statistical tests which include
organisational-level variables are less likely to identify statistically significant relationships (there
is a higher potential for false negatives).
• The civic space context in which the organisations operate influences their resilience scores, but
the small number of organisations in each category limits comparisons and renders statistical
findings on this topic less confident.
• Unequal sample sizes and different or sometimes uncertain compositions of the samples between baseline and endline make it difficult to assess changes.
• Language barriers and the necessity to translate complex concepts like accountability and resilience into 11 languages makes the interpretation of results more difficult.
• The variables “accountability” and “resilience” tested are artificial constructs made up of multiple “factors” and “components”, and as such we do not attempt to fully and exhaustively present
all possible elements of a concept; they should more likely be seen as a way to structure and
represent the findings in this research.
• The limited timeframe of the project was a clear limitation in observing certain changes that
would have taken more than one year to occur and become explicit between the baseline and
the endline measurements.
• In the qualitative analysis in particular, an additional limitation is that most of the observations
about the effects of accountability are self-reported by the organisations. For further research, it
would be useful if such observations could be validated with additional sources of information.
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendations for further research
1. Accountability may be best measured indirectly by assessing its components.
2. When a sample of primary constituents is surveyed or asked for feedback, there is a need
to ensure that there is a coherent sampling strategy that can be repeated, in order to see
changes.
3. Consider that research which involves data collection from primary constituents, including
asking for feedback, is in itself an intervention which can affect their expectations and
perceptions of the organisations’ accountability.
4. Consider the timeframe of subsequent measurements with regards to the expected change
that is being measured.
5. Consider measuring resilience in more than one way, by measuring different components.
6. Organisation size and dedicated staff can help assess the relationship between capacity and
increased accountability.
Recommendations for organisations who want to improve accountability practices
1. Organisations should communicate frequently, with clarity and honesty about what they do
and - sometimes more importantly about what they do not do.
2. If feedback is being asked from primary constituents, efforts should be made to close the
feedback loop properly by telling them how that feedback was used.
3. Aim for accountability mechanisms that build the autonomy of primary constituents so that
they themselves become ‘agents of accountability’ who can increase the efficiency and impact
of accountability mechanisms.
4. Involve the majority of the organisation’s team in accountability activities with primary constituents.
5. Practice accountability towards staff as well.
For more information, please refer to Case Study 1
and Case Study 2 which illustrate how the relationship between accountability and resilience plays
out in the real world for two of the Resilient Roots
national partners. A full report containing the statistical analysis used to create this summary is also
available. The next phase of the Resilient Roots
project commences in July 2020 and will focus on
increasing constituent accountability policy and
practice both within the CIVICUS secretariat and
across the various member communities of the alliance. To follow our progress and hear what we’re
learning, please sign up for updates.
civicus.org

info@civicus.org

/CIVICUS

@CIVICUSalliance

#ResilientRoots
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